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“Slipknot!,” for example, and refers to “Stronger Than 
Dirt” as “King Solomon’s Marbles.” And the massive 
effort that went into the remastering and mixing here 
will delight fans of the old bootleg, though some tapers 
will want the original soundboard in addition to the CD, 
since dead air was edited out and the set break was 
shifted to after “Around and Around,” so that each CD 
would represent something like a complete set. Don 
Pearson’s exhaustive technical comments are also partic- 
ularly informative, a remarkably thorough explanation 
of the tape restoration process. 

Musically, almost every song feels definitive here. 
Many renditions will teach you new things in old 
favorites, and remind you of the Dead’s trademark: tele- 
pathic improvisation, with the whole band swinging 
wide and pulling tight as if performing a score from 
memory. The jam in “Eyes” shows exactly what I mean: 
all the edges, all the power and authority they can tap 
into, moving from playful to teasing, hinting at the 
thunder and lightning, dropping off nicely into drums 
after a threatened cloudburst and catharsis; sublime 
improvisation of the sort that defined the Dead. 

Even as Bill Graham is introducing them, they’ve 
begun to set up that incredibly compelling groove- 
against-the-groove that makes dancing to the Dead so 
irresistible, and complex. As the drummers play one 
rhythm against another, so too do the guitars and bass 
seem to launch out on their own, each one swirling 
around and against each other in this intoxicating stew 
of pulses and counterpropulsions—quintessential Dead, 
at only two and a half minutes in. Everyone sounds as if 
they’ve been in the studio, too: the harmonies are pol- 
ished, the vocals impeccable. It is easy to see why this 
was the first Vault release, and easier still to hear why 
Healy et al. put so much time and effort into “fixing” 
the source tape: it shows, and it shines. And it is also a 
distinctively better balance than the radio broadcast, 
though it’s an interesting comparison at times. 

Perfect, floating, almost haunting rhythm, dancing 
and weaving into the long, focused jam at five minutes 
in, where the dueling between Garcia and Lesh 
becomes a group exercise, dispersed to the ends of the 
spectrum and dissipated, only to coalesce suddenly 
into—the opening groove, taunted and teased into the 
distinctive little fillip that opens “Slipknot!”; delight- 
ful. Dead segues at their best do this. It’s so nice to 
hear the oddly formal classical-sounding end dissolve 
into that sprightly, mid-seventies tinkle that opens 
“Franklin’s,” faint “yeahs!” from a fan commenting on 
what seems to bounce through my head no matter how 


many times I play this set: this easy tightness, truly 
expressive improvisation made to look easy, is what the 
Dead really epitomized, musically. It’s hard not to put 
this in the top five shows. A highlight of the evening, 
the build Garcia gives to the song throughout his solos 
is remarkable, a strong solo three minutes into 
“Franklin’s” getting muted beautifully into the final 
verse, leaving the next two to build, the penultimate 
ending still far short of his peak intensity, and the finale 
begins with such crashing authority that he damps it to 
nothing for the last chorus, leaving this aching need for 
catharsis and—can it be? Down to nothing, just a few 
drum taps and those crashing final chords—he’s ending 
it! No final monster, surprise, surprise . . . but perfectly 
played. Then a fast break into “The Music Never 
Stopped,” the first debut of the evening, given a quick 
peppy start. A high-energy evening already, the band 
sounding taut, a highly trained athlete feeling springy 
before a race. 

“Eyes” begins on a slow thumpa-thump, but every- 
one agrees: all are psyched, and it jumps at every down- 
beat, light and energetic, as tight as an aged three-piece 
jazz ensemble playing a beloved standard. It rolls into a 
tight drums segment, oozing into “Stronger Than Dirt.” 
A difficult, angular piece, it requires such intense artistry 
to keep its structure from sinking the groove—and when 
the Dead are determined, it jams, pushing this clanking, 
armor-clad behemoth through its paces, cranked up and 
wound into a balletic engine, full of surprising grace and 
remarkable spins and twists. A highly arranged piece of 
the Dead oeuvre, and to hear it blasted into the strato- 
sphere is a treat. This is Phil’s kind of music, definitely: 
he lopes all over and through its prickly intricacies as 
easily as a rabbit in a briar patch. The whole band likes 
it, though: a fun mood for them, and for the crowd, 
which shows its enthusiasm here nicely. It may be an 
invitation-only show, but the ambience throughout is 
filled with appreciative enthusiasm—not bad for a 
crowd of music industry executives, a fact that 
prompted comment from most of the reporters there. 
One went so far as to call the crowd “decidedly un- 
Dead, longer on suits than sandals.” 

“Around and Around” starts the second set so-o-0-o 
slowly, but it has a sweet build, capped with amazing 
dueling boogie-woogie leads traded back and forth 
between Garcia and Keith, who sounds as if he is the 
driving force for pushing it into a powerhouse R&B 
jam, band chugging along, dancing easily between those 
pillars. The same powerful tempo characterizes “Big 
River,” a tight, fast version incorporating a great drum 
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solo, which starts as if it is in the middle of a conversa- 
tion already, or a reunion between two old friends that 
picks up, exuberantly, exactly where they left off after 
“Around and Around,” but with “Sugaree” to leaven 
the mood in between. Slow and sweet, with a loping, 
easy start, “Sugaree” has a couple of rough spots, but 
overall is a sweetly sung rendition. By the second verse, 
the band hits its stride, swinging from intense to soft 
perfectly; balance is what this tune calls for, like so many 
of Garcia’s ballads. The final verse is superb, Garcia in 
great voice, band barely touching the melody, just let- 
ting him carry it, until a rousing final chorus, still 
restrained, but perfect power: exemplary. 

“Big River” ’s peppy start sounds as if Bobby is anx- 
ious to compensate for Garcia’s lassitude, but this is just 
breakneck, old-style fast C&W, Garcia sounding like 
he’s picking bluegrass runs, not so far away from 
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Mother McCree’s now. But some of those Palo Alto ses- 
sions could become simple exercises in speed, whereas 
the speed here goes somewhere; they’re always in con- 
trol. You realize that this is really fast, but it’s nowhere 
near their capacity. It makes for a solid rendition, and a 
nice setup for “Crazy Fingers,” with its sprightly, brief, 
studio-like introduction—not surprising, given the fact 
that they’ve played it live only once before. The faint, 
sparse, muffled reggae beat works beautifully, a little 
calypso tinge to the sad-sweet allegory described by the 
words; they’re already very comfortable with it, so sure, 
so tight. Donna is at her best as a backing singer, with 
some good harmonies to Garcia’s lead. Nascent though 
it may be, the ending jam is fully developed, tight 
improvisation with, again, the sense of needing to get 
somewhere—not hurried but purposeful. And anything 
moving this quickly, but still carefully, sparely, and yet 
sounding uncluttered, is doing so with the greatest of 
purpose. A great final bass line outro, with Phil backing 
off, dropping things down to just the drums, which 
begin teasing bits of “The Other One” almost immedi- 
ately, undercutting the entire solo with this tension of 
“when, when, if?” And they tease and roam leisurely, 
surely, creating exactly the sort of textures and aural 
walls and nets that make Dead songs such vibrant fab- 
rics, always hinting at, and sometimes brandishing, 
these powerhouse structures. Stripped of melody, they 
supply a dialogue that approximates a conversation, 
wide-ranging, argumentative at times, tones smoothed 
to final agreement when, out of nowhere, Phil sounds 
the opening ascending run to “The Other One,” and 
the surprise is complete. A roaring vortex has 
descended, all keening lines from Garcia, like an 
anguished, maniacally plucked violin, Phil running high 
and wide and all over the spectrum, always a hairs- 
breadth away from launching into a fast chaotic riff, 
sweeping low and hitting the groove for another vocal 
pass; still swinging wide, taking a long time to land on 
this one, Garcia launching out once again, Phil and 
Keith right behind, all punching rhythms now, demand- 
ing “remember” ...so down to sparseness, and a 
rapid, swift pounce into chaos, swinging higher and 
faster, back and forth—so many ways of feeding off 
each other you can’t record them, just bask in the com- 
munion. Listen to this carefully as what you hear 
onstage, especially four minutes in, is some of the most 
expressive, most understated playing that appears on 
an official release, outside of parts of Live Dead. 

And then there’s a neat easy sweep into “Sage and 
Spirit,” another debut here: a tightly arranged, sweet 








